Introduction
In Spring 2016 the University of York launched a research project to better understand academic staff. Ambitiously titled U A the aims of the project were threefold: to gain a better understanding of how academics at York approach their research and teaching activities; to consider how Library services currently facilitate and support those activities; and to integrate the into future service planning and de-velopment of support for academics, ensuring that the Library continues to engage departments in innovative ways that respond to both current and future needs.
The project centred around the use of specific ethnographic methodologies and in particular two UX techniques: cognitive mapping followed by semi-structured interviews carried out Whilst this is not a literature review, the project reflected on the shifting trends and practices in academia nationally and internationally. Lanclos, for example, writes about the of academia 1 today and explores changing landscapes in academia, highlighting how new and emerging digital practices are fundamentally shifting the ways in which academics research, teach and access resources. The research carried out by Lanclos into these messy 1 Lanclos, D. M. (2016) . Ethnographic approaches to the practices of scholarly communication: tackling the mess of academia. Insights, 29(3), p 239.
shifts is reflected in the much broader UK Survey of Academics 2015, the I survey 2 .
The survey analysed responses from nearly 7000 UK researchers to a questionnaire about behaviours and expectations of researchers in scholarly environment. The results from the Understanding Academics project aligned with findings from the Ithaka survey and research undertaken by Lanclos amongst others 3 , defining new directions in which academia is moving and ways in which information services are starting to respond.
The project had two key outputs; a synthesis of what it means to be an academic at York (motivations, frustrations and aspirations) and an analysis of the key themes emerging from the interviews.
Due to the sheer volume of data generated from the interviews it is not possible to present the themed analysis as part of this paper. Instead this article focuses on the first output, namely the synthesis of academic life at York.
Methodology
User Experience or UX, as it is defined in the library context, is a suite of techniques based around first understanding and then improving the experiences people have when using our library services. It utilises ethnography and design to achieve this. Andy Priestner defines says ethnography "is simply a way of studying cultures through observation, participation and other qualitative techniques with a view to better understanding the subject's point of view and experience of the world. Applied to the library sector, it's about user research that chooses to go beyond the default and largely quantitative library survey, with a view to obtaining a more illuminating and complex picture of user need. These are often hidden needs that our users do not articulate, find it difficult to describe, are unwilling to disclose, or don't even know that they have -which special ethnographic approaches are perfect for drawing out.
"
This project used two ethnographic techniques: cognitive 5 maps and semi-structured interviews. To prepare for the project, ALLs received training in neurolinguistic programming, business analysis tools and effective questioning and listening skills. The methodologies were tested on three volunteer academics. Minor changes were subsequently made to the process and 97 interviews were carried out across all three faculties (an average of four per department). The project drew on an additional 45 interviews that had been carried out immediately prior to the formal project using more traditional interview techniques. All academic departments 6 took part in the project.
At the start of the interviews, academics were asked to draw a cognitive map of how they prepare for a new module or a new research project, showing each of the key stages, along with the systems or tools needed to make them work and how they link together. The task was deliberately broad in order to understand how academics worked, what they prioritised in their thinking, where the Library fitted in with research and teaching activities and where any missed opportunities for support might be.
Academics were asked to talk through their cognitive map and a semi-structured interview
took place using open questions to facilitate discussions based on what academics wanted to talk about rather than going through a pre-prepared set of questions.
In order to help process, analyse and manage all the project data, a five-stage methodological approach was developed which involved: conducting and writing up the ethnography;
coding and analysing the data in NVivo qualitative software (against a set of key themes);
assigning themes for further analysis; developing project outputs and recommendations;
and finally disseminating results for wider comment. The key themes of resources, digital skills and tools, research support, and digital and virtual spaces were central to the project and created all the main streams of work and subsequent actions.
Synthesis at York
Academic life at York is at once varied, rich, challenging, pressured, all-consuming, stressful, energising and motivating. Each academic interviewed for the project experiences their job and the University in their own individualised way depending on the department they are in, whether they are carrying out research or teaching (or both), what their previous experi-ence in academia has been, how well supported they feel in their professional development, what feedback they receive from students (either individually or through local and nationalised surveys), and how individual personal circumstances impact on their work-life balance.
It is perhaps not advisable to overly generalise about what it means to be an academic at York; however there were enough similarities emerging from the interviews to be able to articulate some broad themes and issues that help identify and explain the shifting scholarly environment in which academics now operate.
Motivations
The opportunity to be part of a scholarly research community, and in particular working with students and colleagues, is central to what motivates and enthuses many of the academics interviewed in the project. Academics talked with real passion about their research areas in particular, their collaborations with colleagues around the world, and being able to encourage and motivate new students into that world:
T academic conversation is extremely important and, following it, taking some of it and pitching it to Social Sciences researcher
The nature of the academic role provides some academics with a challenging and stimulating balance between their own research activities and teaching students:
I think I a researcher who is forced to do teaching, I think of myself as a teacher who fits in a bit of research. I think pretty equally important to me and I enjoy them both ...The idea of just being a researcher would send me round the bend, and the idea of just teaching would send me round the bend. I like being an academic. I like the public, sociable side and I like then going away and shutting the door and getting on with my Humanities researcher
Academics are genuinely motivated by their research activities and providing their students with the best possible student experience. That may partly be the inevitable result of national surveys such as the NSS and PTES/PRES, as well as internal University targets and drivers; however there was an overwhelming sense from the academics interviewed that they enjoy working with their students, that they are committed to teaching them in the best ways possible, and that they invest a huge amount of time and energy in supporting and developing departmental teaching agendas and initiatives. Many put the needs of their students above their own needs, working long hours to accommodate student requests, respond to feedback, prepare for classes and mark assignments.
" of this term was manic. I had practicals this term on Monday and Friday that finished at 6pm in the evening, that takes out big chunks and nothing you can do.
You either work out of hours or it get Science academic
Motivations around research and teaching may help to explain the long-hours culture within which many academics operate; yet that long-hours culture is often an accepted part of academic life.
The Library as an enduring, appealing physical space was also commented on by many academics interviewed. They enjoy working in the Library when they get the chance to because it is possible to get more work done without being interrupted by a knock on the office door. Some said that they would like to work more in the Library, however, but were not able to due to noise levels or guilt about taking precious study space away from students. (Beer, 2017) 7 .
Frustrations
Many frustrations were raised during the interviews with staff acknowledging that the interviews themselves were a cathartic process. There was a genuine appreciation from academics that someone was taking an active interest in them, and affording them the opportunity to reflect on their work and their lives as academics.
In particular, a number of academics interviewed outlined the range of different roles, tasks and responsibilities that they are increasingly expected to take on in response to a new fi- There were a number of comments about dealing with a new generation of students coming through and some of the associated frustrations that academics feel when teaching them.
Academics are adjusting to a generation who are used to reading in a very different way, if at all! Interactions with the Library have changed and those changes need to be recognised.
The extent to which academics must then adapt their teaching to accommodate such changes remains unclear.
V difficult to get students to read whole books -they just read a section or an article but not the whole book, the wider Social Sciences academic "I really know how to describe it. I kind of like kind of given them a drug or something and they are never going to go back now to looking at bookshelves. They just do it. Maybe if I was stricter or something but the point in that? If I did that they just come to the seminar and then just a losing battle so got to be presented in a, I understand in a way it should be, really accessible, in an appealing and systematic way...But if we teach them to, such a skill, one of the best things about a [named Humanities] degree is to know nothing about a subject and then have a grooved way of approaching the material which includes asking the right questions, looking in the right places, being able to form a picture then analysing it and writing about it and that's what we teach them. So if they learn to use the Library then they are just not learning to do a big section of that." Humanities academic
Aspirations
Academics have aspirations for themselves, their colleagues and their students. For themselves, many aspire to have more time for research activities in particular. There is a strong sense that York should be a research-led teaching institution and that teaching is greatly improved and informed by a strong research culture. Aside from comments about administrative burdens, the importance of a continued focus on research-led teaching was one of the key themes raised by academics across all three faculties.
' -led teaching? We like to think so. Sometimes it happens in 3rd or 4th year.
Although there are modules I can think of that the research edge is too far from the material that needs to be Science researcher A of this makes my teaching easy because all of the subjects I teach tend to be rapidly moving. Everything we have been using for teaching has been published within the last year. I just moving so fast. Therefore I using very current papers to design my Conversations with students can be hugely stimulating and productive, and can ultimately help feed into the wider research process for academics:
C the teaching shape your research? Can the students add to this? I hoping so! Because, based on my experience with 3rd year students, doing dissertations etc., the biggest contributions are not so much questions asked but case studies. If I think about the questions they asked, they earth-shattering, great, but it was kind of the selection of empirical cases or specific questions they asked about those things that were interesting and illuminating. The questions they ask are often better than MA students!
The kind of conversations I have, especially with three seminars, will actually be really helpful. Now how will they concretely help me and affect how I do research? Maybe not, but I sure two or three years from now I can look back after having done an interview, would I have asked that question if I had that experience in a seminar years ago? I found that days after I do seminars in the morning, I often do much more writing that afternoon even though often Social Sciences researcher One academic in the Social Sciences is actively working on new ways of developing researchbased teaching in the department to ensure that the course is attractive to current and incoming students. The department had previously made much more of a distinction between teaching activities and research activities, but now the two are working together in a much more blended and integrated way. Postgraduate students taking this particular course are able to experience live-action, research-based teaching, as they are taken through practical research projects and encouraged to develop real world knowledge and a new skill-set which is already proving more engaging to the students. Real research is inherently interest-ing for student recruitment and creates attractive, practical courses. More academics are wanting to work in these ways.
A number of academics expressed a need for better personal support for their work and their professional development. To some extent, academics feel left to get on with things themselves which, for new academics in particular, can feel stressful.
I finding the balance of teaching and all the other responsibilities of different jobs Academics talked about their use of internal and external email groups to facilitate regular discussion on their research fields. This can be particularly helpful for small research groups who are working in highly specialist areas.
Benefits and value of the research
The academic synthesis was a key outcome of the project and has enabled the Library to gain in- One of the key goals of UX is to be responsive and to be able to make immediate changes where you can rather than waiting for the project T L A Y changing the borrowing system to give all academics the same package as part-time staff, in essence giving them longer to return items if recalled.
Another significant issue arising from the interviews was around our reading lists system which was an old, in-house system no longer fit for purpose. Data from the interviews was synthesised into 28 user requirements. These were subsequently used as part of the supplier selection. Skills: What does it mean for us to be at the forefront of learning delivery? How will we ensure a culture of Digital Skills curiosity and engagement, and who ultimately has responsibility for developing digital skills literacies in staff and students across the University?
The project has had a number of benefits and confirmed why it has been so important to undertake.
Firstly, and perhaps most importantly, we have built up our relationships with academics across the university, many of whom we had not met before. We have new connections, and new and exciting possibilities for working with academics on emerging areas like digital scholarship. We have developed an NVivo dataset of academic views across a range of topics which we use in other library pro-jects to ensure that our vision for integrating the academic voice into our planning becomes a reality.
One of the most tangible benefits of the project has been developing the confidence and experience of the ALLs. The team have built up a lot of knowledge and experience of UX techniques and can see how it works in practice. UX is now key to our approach and we have established a group of staff to oversee its use across Information Services and to promote its wider application across the University community. Our focus on UX has been highly commended by assessors for the Customer Services Excellence Award (CSE) which Information Services has achieved over the past few years, with the assessor in 2018 commentin the use of ethnographical research to help develop customer insight has come to fruition with recommendations in a number of projects."
Finally, we are in discussions to partner with others to produce user personas based on behaviour (rather than based on role). This will maximise use of the data and allow further integration of the academic user voice into future service development both at York and at other UK HE institutions.
Conclusion
The project has been endlessly fascinating, opening a window into the world of academics and understanding more about how modern libraries can and should be supporting the academic endeavour in the twenty-first century. It has demonstrated the importance of effective relationships between the Library and its academic community, based on sound knowledge, understanding, evidence, respect and trust. Such relationships underpin all of the work that we do and demonstrate an ongoing commitment to the U drive for excellence for all.
